Neoclassicism 

1. The importance of  tradition (the reinvention of the classical) 

‘I admired Mr Pope’s Essay on Criticism at first, very much, because I had not then read any of the ancient critics and did not know that it was all stolen’

(Lady Mary Wortley Montagu quoted in Twickenham Pope vol 1  ed Audra and Williams (Broadwater Press, 1961) p. 209) 

[see Pope’s translation of Homer]

2. Art made by craft (Aristotle: techne) and is essentially mimetic; the importance of rules, conventions, decorum, diction. 

Imitation, then, is one instinct of our nature. Next, there is the instinct for 'harmony' and rhythm, meters being manifestly sections of rhythm. Persons, therefore, starting with this natural gift developed by degrees their special aptitudes, till their rude improvisations gave birth to Poetry.

(Aristotle Poetics (c.350 BC))

though poetry can never submit to exact truth, it must be confined by rules of art, discovered to the author either by genius or observation

If some negligent or irregular writers have pleased, they have not pleased by their transgressions of rule or order, but in spite of these transgressions

(David Hume ‘Of the Standard of Taste’ (1757))

the first beauty of an epic poem consists in diction; that is in the choice of words, harmony and numbers

(Dryden ‘Preface’ to Fables (1700))

Words too familiar or too remote defeat the purpose of the poet

(Samuel Johnson Life of Dryden (1779))

3. The idea of universal/socially agreed standards (the problem of Taste Judgement and Wit)

dulce et utile (Horace ‘Ars Poetica’)

It is natural for us to seek a Standard of Taste; a rule, by which the various sentiments of men may be reconciled; at least, a decision, afforded, confirming one sentiment, and condemning another. 

It seldom, or never happens, that a man of sense, who has experience in any art, cannot judge of its beauty; and it is no less rare to meet with a man who has a just taste without a sound understanding.

(David Hume ‘Of the Standard of Taste’ (1757))

[Lack of delicacy, experience, good sense]

[How is a judgment possible that, merely from one’s own feeling of pleasure in an object, independently of concepts of it, would judge this pleasure a priori—that is, without having to wait for the concurrence of others? (Kant Critique of Judgement § 36)]

[W]it and fancy find easier entertainment in the world than dry truth and knowledge

(Locke Essay Concerning human Understanding Bk 3 (1690))

The making of a difference between Wit and Judgement is a Vulgar error. Judgement is nothing but the exceeding Brightness of Wit which, like light pierces to the very bottom of things.

(La Rochfoulcauld Maxims and Reflections (1706))  

4. The idea of  (N/n)ature--or the way things are (and should be). 

Nature is perhaps the most complex word in the language … three areas of meaning: (i) the essential quality and character of something; (ii) the inherent force which directs either the world or human beings or both; (iii) the material world itself ….

(Raymond Willaims Keywords (Fontana (1983))  

The case of Shakespeare:

If ever any Author deserved the name of an Original, it was Shakespeare. Homer himself drew not his art so immediately from the fountains of Nature: it proceeded thro' Egyptian strainers and channels, and came to him not without some tincture of the learning or some cast of the models of those before him. The Poetry of Shakespeare was Inspiration indeed: he is not so much an Imitator as an Instrument of Nature; and 'tis not so just to say that he speaks from her as that she speaks thro' him.

To judge therefore of Shakespeare by Aristotle’s Rules is like trying a Man by the Laws of one country who acted under those of another.

[Alexander Pope ‘ The Preface’ to The Works of Shakespear 6 vols. (London, 1725)]

Pope’s ‘Windsor Forest’ (1736).

The groves of Eden, vanish'd now so long,
Live in description, and look green in song:
These, were my breast inspir'd with equal flame,
Like them in beauty, should be like in fame.    [10]
Here hills and vales, the woodland and the plain,
Here earth and water, seem to strive again;
Not Chaos like together crush'd and bruis'd,
But as the world, harmoniously confus'd:
Where order in variety we see,    [15]
And where, tho' all things differ, all agree.
Here waving groves a checquer'd scene display…

 See Pan with flocks, with fruits Pomona crown'd,
Here blushing Flora paints th' enamel'd ground,
Here Ceres' gifts in waving prospect stand,
And nodding tempt the joyful reaper's hand;    [40]
Rich Industry sits smiling on the plains,
And peace and plenty tell, a Stuart reigns. 

Not thus the land appear'd in ages past,
A dreary desart and a gloomy waste,
To savage beasts and savage laws a prey,    [45]
 

In genial spring, beneath the quiv'ring shade,    [135]
Where cooling vapours breathe along the mead,
The patient fisher takes his silent stand,
Intent, his angle trembling in his hand;
With looks unmov'd, he hopes the scaly breed,
And eyes the dancing cork, and bending reed.    [140]
 

Above the rest a rural nymph was fam'd,
Thy offspring, Thames! the fair Lodona nam'd;    [170]


